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Photography was employed extensively in the late 19th and early 20th century to 
depict Pacific Islanders, their material culture, rituals, social arrangements, technology 
and environment, initially as native peoples of the South Seas, then as subjects under 
colonial rule, Mandate and Trusteeship agreements. Photographic images later 
depicted Pacific Islanders as the beneficiaries of economic progress, political 
development, Christian evangelism and benevolent administration. The activities of 
Euro-Americans in the Pacific - planters, missionaries, miners, administrators, 
explorers, travellers and scientists - were equally popular photographic subjects. 
These black and white photographs were displayed in museums and exhibitions, 
screened as lantern slides, sold as postcards – often hand-coloured or tinted -  or 
published in the popular print media and official documents, and claimed to be 
immediate, descriptive and objective. The scientific gaze and ethnographic and 
human-interest motivations also overlapped with photo-journalism featuring specific 
events, controversies and issues. 
These prints, glass plate negatives, stamps, postcards, albums and published 
photography constitute a massive archive. But, as Ewan Maidment shows below in his 
report on preservation and access, it is dispersed, fragmentary and hardly scrutinised 
by researchers. The opening essays in this volume, and the forensic evidence available 
in the photography archives and repositories noted in the second section, challenge 
existing notions of colonial propaganda, neo-colonialism, voyeurism, romanticised 
ideas of a paradisaical South Seas, accommodation and agency. They demonstrate a 
historical methodology that relies on multiple trajectories, parallel and conflicting 
discourses and approaches that look beyond the photograph, to find relationships 
between subjects and photographers and between photographers and universal 
narratives. The authors also suggest that closer forensic, indexical readings of 
photographic evidence, in and beyond the frame, might offer new or revisionist 
histories beyond those asserted on the basis of the letters, journals, logs, official 
records, art and artefacts regarded currently as de rigueur for Pacific Historians. The 
authors suggest that visual histories based on photographic evidence might reveal for 
the first time, quite different stories, incidents, memories, attitudes and cross-cultural 
relationships. 
The huge output of photographically illustrated material generated by Euro-
American colonial administration, capitalist enterprise, settlement, evangelism, 
tourism and personal cross-cultural relationships has not yet been applied to histories 
of colonialism. Denoon, Mein-Smith and Wyndham, in their regional history of 
Australia, New Zealand and the southwest Pacific, sought to ‘elucidate puzzles which 
elude scholars working within national parameters’.1 A monolithic colonialism, they 
argued, may be disoriented, reversed and undermined, or confirmed, when the 
metropolitan or national histories of France, Britain and Australia are both treated 
separately and juxtaposed. The indexical or forensic visual evidence in illustrated 
encyclopaedia, magazines, stamps, newspapers, lantern-slide shows, international 
exhibition displays and particularly the huge output of picture postcards from the 
colonies and territories in the Pacific might therefore support or challenge the 
interpretation in conventional histories already on bookshelves. What the essays and 
reports in this special issue call for is a revision of those histories written without 
critical reflection of the visual evidence. The photographic evidence, either as a 
massive, collective, universalising archive, or as one or two very specific photographs 
interleaved in a bible, sent home in a letter, stored in a tobacco tin or published alone 
in an agricultural, mining or engineering journal, might reveal that each colony was 
unique - a reflection of its pre-contact indigenous history and its subsequent Dutch, 
Japanese, Chilean, French, British, German, New Zealand or Australian colonial 
regime. A visual history approach might also reveal similarities between colonies and 
therefore support claims that there was indeed a monolithic early-20th century Euro-
American public perception of Pacific Island colonialism. 
The essays explore the motivations of Euro-Americans in the period from the 
1890s to the 1940s. The Reverend George Brown and the government anthropologist 
F. E. Williams photographed the Pacific from missionary and ethnographic 
perspectives, but the commercial motivations of editors and publishers also created a 
popular, mass-media, human-interest photographic gallery. Typical of the exploratory 
nature of recent research, Josh Bell sets out to trace the impact of photographs 
repatriated to the villages where they had been taken in the 1920s. In a telling 
example of the multiple trajectories of photographs, at the time of their taking, and 
centuries later, F. E. William’s black and white, and therefore old, Purari photographs 
ended up being the subject of litigation and contemporary customary assertions of 
ownership in the context of modern mining companies and state regulation. F. E. 
William’s ‘old photos’ (or have they become Josh Bell’s?) are now tendered in court 
and the naming of trees and their owners has become more important than recognising 
grandparents, fish-nets or log-jams. This theme is visited in Dianne Wood’s report on 
the Alexander Turnbull archive of Maori photography, in which contemporary 
political and cultural use takes equal importance with indexical use in discovering 
long lost relatives. Jude Philp and Helen Gardner, on George Brown’s New Guinea 
mission photography and Max Quanchi on the depiction of Samoa in the public 
domain, particularly in illustrated serial encyclopaedia and magazines, also challenge 
conventional readings and usage of old photographs. Philp and Gardner argue that 
Brown’s album reveals a history of the mission not found in text or printed sources 
and furthermore reveals quite a different mission experience in the field. Bell argues 
that repatriating William’s photographs reveals Purari ‘histories’ that have been 
ignored or obscured, and Quanchi argues that historians have been too quick to judge 
photographic evidence on the basis of just a few favoured images rather than see the 
multiple readings, trajectories and meanings embedded in the massive output in the 
public domain. The authors demonstrate how historical research into photography has 
gone beyond the provenance stage of identifying photographers, locations and subject 
matter. They argue that Pacific historians need to add a visual dimension to their 
research. 
Philp, Gardner and Bell agree that visual evidence alone is not enough upon 
which to base a story, theory or argument.. They note George Brown’s and F. E. 
Williams’s photographs have been subjected to forensic scrutiny,2 but because 
photographers rarely inscribed prints or negatives with shooting details, or were 
annoyingly brief, researchers have been forced to quarry diaries, journals, reports, 
published accounts and private letters for clues on the motivation behind the taking. 
Quanchi notes the further problem caused by editors and sub-editors who randomly 
added captions or who relied on stock phrases and stereotypes to make photographs 
more appealing to audiences. Photographs also assumed new meanings when 
juxtaposed against other images, deliberately or randomly. In Bell’s phrasing, 
photographs spill out of their ethnographic frame as they are used and read today by 
audiences in ways contrary to the intention a hundred years ago when they were 
originally mounted or pasted in an album, used in a billboard, became a postcard, a 
book frontispiece or a photogravure feature in a magazine or encyclopaedia. 
An unresolved issue still hangs over the history of photography in the sense of 
its application to and relationship with conventional historical accounts. Can 
photographic evidence stand alone as the basis for a history, for example, of 
missionaries posted to remote islands (with a camera), a particular era or transition 
within a colonial regime, a scientific expedition’s visit or a trading voyage to the 
islands out of Noumea? Must photographic evidence remain subordinate to the 
established and conventional veracity embedded in text, print, art, oral testimony and 
tangible and intangible heritage? The expanding scholarship in the history of 
photography suggests there is a role for photographic evidence beyond supporting the 
interpretations, facts and patterns revealed by non-visual historiographical approaches 
and text-based deductive and inductive methodologies. Joanna Wright, for example, 
argues that histories of Lucknow during the 1857 uprising in India might be rewritten 
if it is acknowledged that ‘photographs, alongside poems, plays and songs, occupy a 
complex and sometimes controversial place in the various histories of the uprising’.3 
The importance of ‘old’ photographs for indigenous peoples is just one area now 
acknowledged as ‘potent and critically important … and its history contested’.4 The 
construction of place, anthropology, presentation albums, struggle photography (anti-
apartheid photography in South Africa),  exploration, missions, African studio 
portraiture and other sub-fields within the history of photography are now seen as 
significant elements in an understanding of colonialism. The essays and archive 
reports in this volume suggest visual histories, or histories reliant primarily on visual 
evidence, can be constructed out of the partial and fragmentary (yet massive) archive 
of photographs produced in the early 20th century, and that these visual histories 
might be subversive, deep and controversial.  
This special issue also serves to signpost collections that have only recently 
been acquired and catalogued. Ewan Maidment’s catalogue on the South Pacific is a 
comprehensive listing but does not cover the extensive French,6 German,7 Hungarian, 
Italian, Russian, Dutch,8 Chilean and Japanese photography archives. Reports on the 
Tiby Hagen collection at the New Caledonia Archives, the digitisation project by 
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University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG), the Internet Mission Archive at the 
University of Southern California and the Maori photography project at the Alexander 
Turnbull Library in Wellington serve to remind historians there are hundreds of 
similar hidden gems remaining to be catalogued, preserved and researched. 
These essays and archival reports were first presented at the 2002 Apia and 
2004 Nouméa conferences of the Pacific History Association (PHA). The 
photography panel presentations beginning with the PHA conferences in Hilo in 1996, 
Honiara in 1998 and Canberra in 2000, now include over 70 papers. They reveal how 
historical research into  photography in the Pacific has diversified and absorbed new 
paradigms. For example, there have been three papers on George Brown’s 
photography, many more on mission-related photography, and others on 
appropriation, agency, otherness, truth, representation, and gender - the typical fare of 
Pacific historians. In contrast, portraiture, video, film, exhibitions, family albums, 
posters and advertising photography have scarcely attracted attention. The authors 
here revisit some of these themes but also move beyond them, raising issues of 
repatriation, revisionism, internet access, and the untouched and amazing area of 
personal and private albums.9 The photography, imaging and representation papers at 
successive PHA conferences have pushed historical research in new directions and 
advanced the visual as a field of historical inquiry, offering a methodology that may 
be applied to visual material that was created as an official, commercial, scholarly or 
private record of events. 10 
Historians of photography have also tackled single images. This approach 
examines the subject matter in the frame, the context in which the image was taken 
and used at the time as well as the processes by which images were later valorised or 
given iconic status. Len Bell’s work on a single photograph taken of Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s family at Vailima11 is a classic deconstruction using this approach. This 
single-image approach has similarities with Elizabeth Edward’s focus on two 
quarterdeck photographs by Captain W Acland in Samoa,12 and in this collection, 
with Josh Bell’s examination of a single image by FE Williams - ‘Fish nets, Iari, April 
1922’ and Max Quanchi’s comments on John Davis’s portrait of ‘Princess Fa’ane’.13 
Edwards, citing Marshall Sahlins, claims the benefit of closely examining a single 
photograph is that ‘extended discourse brings new contexts into play which may 
constitute contradictions and which must be embraced by a different explanatory 
system.’14 The focus on individual photographs is paralleled by the attention already 
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given to well known and lesser known photographers of the Pacific such as A. C. 
Haddon, F. R. Barton, Thomas McMahon, Frank Hurley, Diamond Jenness, 
Bronislaw Malinowski, J. W. Lindt, and, in this collection, F. E. Williams, George 
Brown and Tiby Hagen. However, nearly all amateur and professional photographers, 
despite creating a huge archive, remain annoyingly obscure and mostly unrecorded, 
with only a tantalising attribution here and there on a postcard or a magazine 
illustration. 
Government, institutional and private photography archives have been trawled 
by historians for illustrative academic purposes or for use in pictorial or illustrated 
histories, usually called ‘coffee table books’. This use of old photographs has been 
generally uninformed by visual history methodologies and historiography and present 
old photographs ‘from real life’, as untrammelled evidence without historical analysis, 
contextualisation or scrutiny in ways now demanded by scholars tackling visual 
materials.15 
In Africa, South Asia, North America and the Artic,16 research on visual 
histories and colonial photography expanded in the 1990s, following the lead of 
ground-breaking research in the nexus between anthropology and photography and a 
series of wider research projects in what became known as Visual Anthropology.17 In 
North America, visual history began with critical post-colonial research projects on 
the imaging of Native Americans after pioneering revisionist research placed 
photography within the context of oppressive, alienating and marginalising power 
relationships and in Australia the first books are appearing on the major archives of 
Indigenous Australian photography, such as Baldwin Spencer’s Central Australian 
photography and representations of the Coranderrk Mission near Melbourne.18 The 
relationship between administration, propaganda and the imaging of colonial subjects 
spread slowly after the seminal work of John MacKenzie. His 1984 book Propaganda 
and Empire raised questions about visual strategies employed to promote imperialism 
and colonial expansion19 and these ideas were eventually taken up in research on 
photography in African colonial history20 and South Asian history.21 Despite a 
reasonable body of literature emerging over the last decade, the critical appraisal of 
photography, as a body of distinct historical evidence, and a means to construct a 
different historical account of the past, is only beginning to spread to the wider 
scholarly field of Pacific History.22 Mackenzie suggested that the first task in 
examining the link between propaganda and empire was to identify how an image 
‘constituted self-generating ethos reinforcement’ and noted that images served to 
constantly promote the central ideas and concerns of the age and represented 
‘conscious manipulation on the part of those who controlled the powerful religious, 
commercial, military and official agencies’.23 Mackenzie identified how propaganda 
was used to propagate personality cults, promote issues of the day, advertise colonial 
produce and reinforce contemporary attitudes. Visual propaganda also overlapped 
with new forms of news dissemination and mass education and MacKenzie noted that 
the production, distribution and varied uses of photography, particularly of 
photographs made into postcards, were historically significant because they 
‘construct, disseminate and perpetuate stereotypical images of non-western peoples’.24 
Following MacKenzie’s approach, historians of photography now interrogate 
photographs as they would any other visual or non-visual evidence. However, 
historians also need to remain alert to the danger of isolating and privileging specific 
evidence inside the frame or exaggerating or inventing context, motivation and 
meaning in an image on the basis of their own ideological or theoretical positioning. 
Research on the educative and propaganda power of imaging in the public 
domain is still at a formative stage. A ground-breaking study by Lutz and Collins of 
the visual representations of indigenous peoples and distant worlds in the National 
Geographic Magazine25 was paralleled by studies of imaging in the context of 
World’s Fairs, International Exhibitions,26 museum displays27 and the postcard 
boom.28 But critical analysis of the visual output of colonial regimes in the Pacific is 
still only in the preliminary stage. For example, the huge output of Pacific war 
photography has produced only one major critical analysis of its depiction of Pacific 
Islander involvement.29 The essays, reports and commentaries in this special issue 
therefore bring Pacific historiography in line with developments elsewhere in the 
critical analysis of colonial propaganda, the visualisation of colonial subjects and the 
contested reading of photographs, photographers, subjects and audiences generally. 
This special issue is divided into two parts. The three essays in the first section 
acknowledge there are already published histories of Purari, George Brown and turn-
of-the century Samoa, but they suggest revision based on a deeper reading of 
photographic images. They call for acknowledgement that precursor, conventional, 
orthodox histories might have obscured realities now revealed by looking inside the 
frame more carefully, but particularly by looking through the frame to reveal uses 
(and abuses) over time that photographs are subjected to. The second section on the 
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collections of the Alexander Turnbull Library, the New Caledonia Archives, the New 
Guinea collection at UPNG and the Internet Mission Archive only hint at the expanse 
of material yet to be catalogued and researched. The extended catalogue based on 
several decades of work by the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau, also indicates there are 
stories yet to be discovered, conventional non-visual accounts of the past that need 
revisiting, and a library of visual histories waiting to be written. 
The authors acknowledge that conventional research approaches can be 
applied to photographs to locate, categorise and describe - based on the primary, 
indexical evidence - but they also call for an expanded methodology drawing on 
research approaches from Visual Anthropology, Anthropology generally, Media 
Studies, the History of Photography and Art History. The authors also shift the focus 
away from the late 19th colonial era that has dominated research, and begin to ask 
questions about the visual history of the mid and late 20th century Pacific. They raise 
issues regarding the relationship between subject peoples and their administrators and 
between subjects and travellers and others with cameras. Their inquiries show how 
these photographs by belonging to their own particular milieu yet by also circulating 
through the chronologies of colonialism and decolonisation, illuminate both the 
synchronic and diachronic. Their shared message is that 20th century histories cannot 
be understood without factoring the massive output of visual material at an official 
and personal level as well as artistic, scientific and evangelical purposes in the public 
domain. For the last 30 years, art and fiction have been identified as profoundly 
influencing Euro-American public opinion, ideas and perceptions of Oceania and 
these books typically have chapters on painting, theatre, literature and film, but not 
photography.30 Yet, photography was and continues to be equally persuasive. This 
collection of papers, in advocating greater links between visual history and Pacific 
History, argues that the task ahead is to correlate new research on old photographs 
with revisionist, alternative histories so as to enable a richer interpretation of past 
events, and perhaps a different history of the Pacific. 
Max Quanchi 
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